Jain's production of Lisa Codrington's new play at the Shaw Festival or missing a day at the conference. This was a hard choice, because ThisGen 2016 was a unique and culture-shifting event, so missing any part of it was to my detriment.
Why? Well, there are more than a few things to point to, such as the talent in the room, the preparedness for action, and the jointly identified need for a new approach to the colonized institutional order of operations. These all contributed to the sense of this gathering's impact. But, above all, I think, ThisGen 2016 was about a realignment of power. I believe this to be theatre's, and indeed Canada's, most pressing cultural conversation.
Power shift
In the fall of 2015, director and writer Corey Payette and I released a document entitled Power Shift: The Story, in which we trace a personal journey through a life-changing process. This artist-response piece chronicles a process called The Cycle, a twoyear dramaturgical inquiry that focused on the breadth and scope of the Indigenous Body of Work in Canada. The Cycle set out to "change the face of Canadian Theatre." It began with The Summit, held in Banff in 2014, and ended with The Study and The Repast, both held at Debajehmujig Storytellers in May 2015. Power Shift: The Story maps the journey of this work and concludes that the true story of Canada can only be revealed through a power shift in its telling.
Yvette Nolan, Corey, and I, along with many others, had been working to add presence and mobilize knowledge surrounding the Indigenous Body of Work. During the two-year process of The Collaboration Means De-Normalizing Normal | FEATURES Cycle, and throughout the writing of Power Shift: The Story, Corey and I strove for candour, to not pull any punches and, above all else, to be productive with our choices. In the writing of Power Shift: The Story, we looked at how collaboration, as an idea, is solid but easily functions as a mask for something quite different. Collaboration is like a sociopath: it can appear to be charming, helpful, and good, but its intents and effects are often colonial, serving to entrench hidden power imbalances. It's like a groovy parent who still grounds you when you do something they deem ungroovy.
Take, for example, this scenario. You have a piece of very personal writing about a corner of your world that is near and dear to you. You have a wish to bring this corner forward to a wider audience. Say your piece is about being a young woman who grew up queer but underwent no specific torment in her day-to-day life because of this, and yet she faced enormous and specific torment making theatre in Canada. Out of the blue, BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY comes calling. They have heard about you, they have heard about your work, and they are interested in talking to you about developing your play. You are pleased about this because you like BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY. Its water views are pretty, the quiet streets that surround it are calming, and the big audiences it draws are thrilling. But before you sign on, you need them to know that a tiny theatre company, let's call them COLLECTIVE PAUPERS, has already optioned you on this project. In fact, COLLECTIVE PAUPERS were there from the start. They listened to your unformed ideas, they supported the development of your work, and, as a queer-identified company, they helped you grow as a person. You love COLLEC-TIVE PAUPERS and are committed to them. So, you gird your loins and tell BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY, and they say, "Hey! No problem! We can collaborate!" And you are so happy that you think, "Dance Party!" "Collaboration" is like a sociopath: it can appear to be charming, helpful, and good, but its intents and effects are often colonial, serving to entrench hidden power imbalances. (2014) . At the time, I understood this curatorial balance to mean that because both Yvette and Corey identified as Indigenous, because the material of our investigation was about the Indigenous Body of Work, and, moreover, because the intention was to change the face of Canadian theatre through this work, we were working in an egalitarian and equitable way. Our key collaborating partners (Luminato, Banff, and IPAA) did not ask about, nor did they expect to be involved in, the decision-making process. On top of everything, The Summit was, in a whole bunch of ways, a very successful first year for The Cycle. And yet I came to see that there was a kind of systemic treachery and sociopathic collaboration underpinning our work. So many of our methods from that time needed examining, because our approach upheld a colonial mindset, while we were honestly working to dismantle it! Don't get me wrong; I am so, so proud of our work on The Summit. But I have also come to understand some of the hidden traps in the minds of colonized thinkers, like me.
So now we cut to the second year of The Cycle, which was split into two segments, The Study and The Repast. Moving into year two, our reach changed, and so too did our collaborating partners. IPAA and NAC remained onboard, but Debajehmujig Storytellers became our host, while Banff and Luminato were no longer officially involved. We were now planning on holding The Study and The Repast in an Indigenous-led space. In keeping with our first year, grants and necessary additional government support were largely accessed through IPAA. In the second year, however, the project was bigger and more expensive, and IPAA's stake much greater. NAC also put a lot more money into the project and was successful in raising some support from foundations as well. Because of changes Don't get me wrong; I am so, so proud of our work on The Summit. But I also have come to understand some of the hidden traps in the minds of colonized thinkers, like me.
But while you are dancing, you sense a discord in the music the DJ is choosing. You think, "Who the hell chose this mashup?" You are having a hard time finding your groove. But you can do it, you can get your groove on, you are a good dancer.
Months later, when the production of your play opens, you begin to see why that dance party was so hard. On opening night, your auntie opens the program, and she is so proud and happy to see the BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY logo followed by a short but pithy overview of its illustrious history. At the bottom of the page, rather inconspicuously and in a very small font size, sits the credit "with COLLECTIVE PAUPERS." As the lights go down, you feel a bit weepy while your auntie is full-on beaming.
Your play was produced by BIG RESOURCED THE-ATRE COMPANY and COLLECTIVE PAUPERS. But BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY put a lot of money and materials into the deal, and, almost needless to say, money talks. Besides, you hear the judgy voice in your head say, "If COL-LECTIVE PAUPERS wanted a more representative credit, then they should have made sure they got it!" And this is where that DJ on the dance floor comes back to haunt you, because, right here, in the stupid program credits, is where the sociopathy of collaboration shows itself as value. You provided the actual value: your story, your life, your culture, and your hardships. Without you, the money and materials of BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY would have little impact. But, with you, money and materials get way more acknowledgement and space, while the birth, labour, love, and support of COLLECTIVE PAUPERS do not. The former-money, materials-are valued, while the latterbirth, labour, love, support-are not. How is this possible?
During The Cycle, the process that Corey and I wrote about in Power Shift: The Story, various partners brought various things to the table, and yet something not unlike the above began to unfold. In our first year, The Summit year, NAC English Theatre brought money, connections, and aspirations. The Indigenous Performing Arts Alliance (IPAA) was our main first-year partner, and it brought social capital, position, and authority, as well as some money that it raised through grants. The other major financial contributors were the Banff Centre, and the Luminato Festival. Because of the way the idea was born, and because of the dispensation of support for the project, the NAC held the balance of the decision-making power for The Summit. This decision-making power had a direct impact on who was at The Summit and on how the schedule unfolded. The idea, in this case, came from the NAC, but the key 
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It was no longer believing that we needed to program more of a certain kind of work. It was that the definition of the "we" needed to change, and to change utterly. in space and scale, the shape of our second-year collaboration was already very different. The previous year's collaboration (and the assumptions about the nature of our collaboration) was about to come under the microscope, and the first-year facade was about to give way to the more rigorous demands of an equitable, egalitarian, and "not normal" set of conditions.
By "not normal" I mean working outside of what my institutional mentality (that which comes out of a Eurocentric upbringing) had come to understand as the order of things. In other words, working outside of my culture.
Recently, Kevin Lamoureux, the Associate Vice President of Indigenous Affairs at the University of Winnipeg, relayed to me Martin Brokenleg's terrific definition of culture: "that which seems normal to you." When we moved into year two of The Cycle, I came to realize that much of what was needed to make the process work, to arrive at true collaboration, did not seem normal to me. And rather than trying to normalize it, I was instead asked to denormalize my normal. To put it plainly: I was asked to recognize my privilege and the privilege that is held within the institution that I represent.
Repast in our second year. An understanding about values and their disproportionate representation came to light. The NAC, which in year one, through undiscovered assumptions, had sat atop the collaborative triangle, was now moved to the bottom: the triangle had been turned upside down. IPAA and Debajehmujig were now at the top, leading the way, and the NAC was working to follow their lead. Together in this new configuration, we managed, by The Cycle's conclusion, to change the tape. The previous order of things was no longer intelligible to me, to my colleagues, or to any of the participants. I have no idea who stood next to me at a fire behind Debajehmujig Storytellers-I wish I could remember-but I know that someone whispered that there should be more Indigenous theatre at the NAC. Yes, of course! But between that conversational spark and a middle-of-the-night flash that Indigenous theatre, led, administered, and supported by Indigenous artists, must happen at the NAC, my understanding of normal had changed. It was no longer believing that we needed to program more of a certain kind of work. It was learning that the definition of the "we" needed to change, and to change utterly.
And so now we arrive back at you, just after the lights went down and then came back up on the collaboration of the BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY with the COLLEC-TIVE PAUPERS on the production of your play. To your horror, you see that the story presented was not the one you wanted to tell, that the interpretation has made it about something that was of little interest to you, and that, even when the reviews call it a blazing success, you feel that you have let yourself and all your friends down. You feel that you have become part of the problem rather than part of the solution. Why? Because you let the needs of BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY usurp the stories that you and the COLLECTIVE PAUPERS were born to tell. Stories that will change the world, not confirm it. So, what do you do with your outward success and inward recrimination? If you can, find a company like Why Not Theatre and begin to build a community of talented artists and activists who jointly hold the power to change the tape. You get to bring forward your shared So here I was, a cheerleader for massive cultural change, yet unable to recognize the gate-closing I was doing to stop it from happening! Without the strength of true, good, hard, and fantastic collaboration, I might still be standing at that closed gate. Control of the gate was wrested from me owing to the unforeseen and blessed consequences of the space and scale created by The Study and The ctr 170 spring 2017
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The Summit Participants, Banff, 2014.
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(l-r): Joseph Osawabine, Artistic Director of Debahjemujig Storytellers, and Sarah Meurling, Executive Director of PACT, at The Repast, 2015. Photo courtesy of the National Arts Centre social capital and financial clout (because BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY needs you and what you represent), and you get to say, "Hey, let's change the definition of 'we.' Let's work together to change the tape. The tape is old. It's a brittle metaphor anyway, so let's work together to create the world we want." And if BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANY says anything other than "Wow, okay, let's sit down and talk about what that means to you. I want to understand where you are coming from, and I want you to know where I am coming from, and I really hope we can work together, to collaborate, based on what each of us is bringing in an egalitarian and equitable fashion …" then thank them for their interest and let them know that you are in conversation with the other six BIG RESOURCED THEATRE COMPANIES and that you are much happier about the conversations you are having with them. After ThisGen 2016, and several other recent meetups, this seems possible. After the US election, it seems less so. Regardless, it is worth fighting to uphold this as the only true way forward.
I started this piece off by referring to catalysts. During a beautiful moment at ThisGen 2016, an artistic director whom I admire ctr 170 spring 2017
Collaboration Means De-Normalizing Normal | FEATURES something to do with the success of some of the people assembled in that room. And if, through accident or action, I did, this was not the point of the assemblage. In that moment, by taking a position of parentage, I screwed my opportunity to truly contribute to the ongoing movement of the power shift. In hindsight, I realize that I felt the need to insert myself into the story, rather than to revel in and support the unfolding of it. This was obviously not my intention, but it is what came about. The room cut me some slack, and I am grateful, but I don't cut myself any because I still have so much work to do.
Last Fall, I had coffee with Columpa C. Bobb in Winnipeg. She is a kick-ass artist, a fierce critic, and a force of inspirational nature to youth creators in this country. During our meeting, she repeated that the getaway from colonization was by making the journey from parentage to partnership. From parentage to partnership. From parentage to partnership. And repeat. Aside from very much said some very nice things about me. Compliments make me stupid. Truly. I lose the capacity to think, and opportunities to say things of value in public spaces evaporate as a result. After hearing these nice things, my emotions took me to a place of pride and of parentage. It led me to speak as though I had being brilliant, it is also an excellent recipe for de-normalizing normal, and a catalyst to begin to change, again.
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